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IICA,NI51T HISTORIANS AND THE PROBLEM OF CHALLENGING 
THE COLONIAL VIEWS OF AFRICAN HISTORY 
By 
Sheriff F. Folarin 
Introduction 
the commencement of the authentic reconstruction of the African past, 
about the continent were on the activities of Arabs, Asians and 
in Africa. The writers argued that change and development in Africa 
influenced by aliens. The popular views about the African past were: that 
belonged in the unhistorical part of the world, that the great civilizations ~tulitur•es that evolved in Africa were a result of Hamitic influences, and that 
European colonial rule, Africa would have remained benighted.' 
from the end of the Second World War in 1945, however, a group of 
historians began to challenge the colonial views of African history and 
that African history was in the colonial era delibt:ratcly slanted and 
to justify European imperialism? This paper therefore examines and 
to explain the challenges put up by Africanist historians to the ~""'Pir'" views about the African past by the Europeans. But the Africanist 
encountered problems at two levels. First, was at the level of the 
of proving that there was an African history. Second, was the problem 
their methodologies. These are examined in the essay. 
I 
views of African history were expressed by colonial administrators, 
nurc:rs. missionaries, traders and fortune hunters who were largely ignorant 
situation in Africa but who built their ideas on rumours and speculations 
the peoples and tried to justify their obnoxious activities in Africa in their 
European writers and historians who wrote at the time about Africa 
only trying to feed what the European audience desired to read about 
3 The writers never visited Africa nor did extensive historical research on 
continent, but merely wrote arm-chair analyses and narratives of the African 
· '  
'  
j~ . .  
·  8 8  S h e r i f f  F .  F o / a r i n  A f r i c a n i s t  H i t o r i a n s  a n d  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e  
C o l o n i a l  v i e w s  o f  A f r i c a n  H i s t o r y  
S e c o n d ,  r a c i a l  p r e j u . d i c e  w a s  a  m a j o r  f a c t o r  i n  t h e  k i n d  o f  v i e w s  
A f r i c a .  T h i s  r a c i a l  p r e j u d i c e  t h a t  A f r i c a  w a s  a  d a r k  c o n t i n e n t  w i t h  n o  p a s t  
n o  p r o g r e s s  w a s  t o ,  l i k e  t h e  p r e v i o u s  a r g u m e n t ,  p r o v e  t h a t  a  p e o p l e  
w r i t t e n  p a s t ,  l i k e  t h e  E u r o p e a n s ,  h a s  r e a c h e d  a  s u p e r i o r  l e v e l  o f  d e v e l o p m e J  
T h e  m o r e  d e v e l o p e d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  h a d  t h e  m a n i f e s t  d e s t i n y  a n d  m o r a l  j u s t i f i c a t i <  
t o  l o r d  i t  o v e r  t h e  i n f e r i o r  p e o p l e s .  
O n e  o f  t h e  c o l o n i a l  v i e w s  w a s  t h a t  b e c a u s e  A f r i c a  h a s  n o  w r i t i n g  c u l t u r e  
b e c a u s e  i t  l a r g e l y ,  i f  n o t  s o l e l y ,  d e p e n d e d  o n  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s ,  A f r i c a  h a d  
h i s t o r y  a n d  t h u s  b e l o n g e d  t o  t h e  u n h i s t o r i c a l  p a r t  o f  t h e  w o r l d  
4  
F o r  
E u r o p e a n  h i s t o r i a n  a n d  c o m m e n t a t o r ,  h i s t o r y  b e g i n s  o n l y  w h e n  m e n  t a k e  
w r i t i n g .  A f r i c a ,  t o  t h e m ,  t h u s  a p p e a r e d  t o  b e  l o s t  i n  p r i m i t i v e  b a r b a r i s m  a n d  
n o  m o v e m e n t  o r  d e v e l o p m e n t  t o  e x h i b i t .  F o r  T r e v o r - R o p e r ,  "  . . .  T h e r e  i s  
t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  E u r o p e a n s  i n  A f r i c a .  T h e  r e s t  i s  d a r k n e s s  . . .  a n d  d a r k n e s •  
n o t  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  h i s t o r y "  
5  
A . P .  N e w t o n  i n  h i s  M a y  1 ,  1 9 2 3  p a p e r  t o  
m e e t i n g  o f  t h e  A f r i c a n  s o c i e t y  i n  L o n d o n  d e c l a r e d ,  " h i s t o r y  o n l y  b e g i n s  
m e n  t a k e  t o  w r i t i n g ;  i t  i s  c o n c e r n e d  a l m o s t  e n t i r e l y  w i t h  w r i t t e n  r e c o r d s " .  
E u r o p e a n s  t h e r e f o r e  r e a s o n e d  t h a t  t h e  l a c k  o f  h i s t o r y  w a s  n o t  o n l y  b e c a u s e  
A f r i c a n s  h a d  n o  r e c o r d s  o f  p a s t  e v e n t s  a n d  n o  c u l t u r e  o f  w r i t i n g  b u t  .  
b e c a u s e  A f r i c a n s  e n d l e s s l y  m i g r a t e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  f o r e s t s ,  h u d d l e d  t o g e t h e r  
s t r a w  h u t s ,  f i g h t i n g  a m o n g  t h e m s e l v e s ,  a n d  e n g a g i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  a b o m i n a b  
c u s t o m s  o f  c a n n i b a l i s m ,  h u m a n  s a c r i f i c e  a n d  b l o o d  o r d e a l s .
6  
A n o t h e r  c o l o n i a l  v i e w  w a s  t h a t  A f r i c a n  p r o g r e s s  a s  r e p o r t e d  b y  r r a  v e u e 1  
e x p l o r e r s  a n d  m i s s i o n a r i e s  i n  r e s p e c t  o f  c u l t u r e ,  c i v i l i z a t i o n  a n d  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  w a s  e n g e n d e r e d  b y  H a m i t e s .  T h i s  i s  t h e  H a m i t i c  h y p o t h e s i s  t h a t  
p r o g r e s s  a n d  h u m a n  d e v e l o p m e n t  i n  A f r i c a  w a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  c o n t a c t  w i t h  
l i g h t - s k i n n e d .  T h e  H a m i t e s ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  C h a r l e s  G .  S e l i g m a n , '  
p r o p o u n d e d  t h e  H a m i t i c  S c h o o l ,  i n v a d e d  a n d  c o n q u e r e d  t h e  p r i m i t i v e  
o v e r  w h o m  t h e y  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e i r  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  g o v e r n m e n t  a n d  
T h e  S u d a n i c  s t a t e  t h e s i s  b y  J . D .  F a g e  a n d . R . A .  O l i v e r '  t h a t  a l l  A f r i c a n s  
c o m m o n  o r i g i n  a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n s  b o u n d  b y  a  d i v i n e  k i n g s h i p  t h a . t  b e g a n  i n  
w a s  t o  f u r t h e r  l i n k  A f r i c a n  p r o g r e s s  t o  t h e  l i g h t  - s k i n n e d .  B o t h  t h e s e s  
h o w e v e r ,  t o  r a t i o n a l i s e  t h e  E u r o p e a n  i n v a s i o n  o f  A f r i c a  i n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 ' h  
T h i s  v i e w  h a s  t e n d e d  t o  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  w r i t i n g s  o f  s o m e  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r i a n s  
n o w  t r a c e  t h e i r  a n c e s t o r s  o r  o r i g i n s  t o  t h e  M i d d l e  E a s t  e l s e w h e r e  
A f r i c a !  
W h i l e  s t i l l  t r y i n g  t o  e x a g g e r a r e  t h e  m y t h  o f  w h i t e  s u p e r i o r i t y ,  
a g a i n  e x p r e s s e d  t h e  v i e w  t h a t  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  i n  A f r i c a  w a s  
h i s t o r y  o f  e n l i g h t e n m e n t  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t .  A f r i c a  w a s  b r o u g h t  i n t o  
m a i n s t r e a m  o f  g l o b a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  c o l o n i a l i s m  o p e n e d  t h e  A f r i c a n  r a c e  
t o  m o d e r n i t y  a n d  g r e a t e r  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  w o r l d .  L o r d  C a m e r o •  
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Meek, H.R. Palmer and Lord Lugard were the exponents in this regard. 
wrote, 
I am profoundly convinced that there can be no question but that British rule has 
brought welfare and happiness to the primitive races. If there is unrest and struggle 
for independence, it is because we taught them the value of liberty and 
independence. Their very discontent is a measure of their progress. 10 
The bogus and biased views expressed in colonial historiography about the 
past, and the continent were to have a great influence on historical 
by the earliest African historians. For instance, because the early 
historians thought there was no history until documents or writing was 
IVO!Ivetd, historians such as C.C. Reindorf and John Mensah Sarbah of Ghana, 
Kagwa of Uganda, Samuel Johnson and Otumba Paine of Nigeria, James 
Horton of Sierra Leone and a host of others, attempted to document African 
radittems of origins and oral history .11 A number of them did much writing on 
activities of their period namely, the period that witnessed the consolidation 
colonialism. Some of the writers, however, like Samuel Johnson in his 
Hl.~z·nrv of the Yorubas and Christian Reindorf, wrote to prov..: that there indeed 
:ex~>ilt:u an authentic and fascinating African past. 
The idea of proving that African history indeed exists continued between the 
of colonialism and eventual decolonisation in Africa. This period 
wilncssed the birth of a new group of African historians, better trained, more 
. professional who wrote a kind of history that not only challenged the colonial 
views about the African past and colonial historiography, but that also formed 
the crux of the anti-colonial movement. With history, these historians" fought 
colonialism by raising a consciousness among the African elite and masses, 
letting them realise that they had a heritage they needed to defend against the 
vestiges of colonial invasions. 
In denying the fact that the absence of the writing tradition meant the 
absence of history in Africa, Ajayi and Dike in their pioneering piece on 
African historiography 13 said that oral traditions are both sources of history and 
history on their own. They attacked the European conception of history: 
but documentary evidence has become so overwhelmingly important to the 
European scholar that he tends to equate documents with history. The absence of 
documents was thus taken to mean the absence of any events worthy of historical 
study. 14 
According to Dike and Ajayi, the African concept of the past is not a dead 
one. History is not for the sake of the past alone, but has a living relevance to 
the present and everyday life. This is the idea that history in Africa undergoes a 
'  
'  
1 9 0  S h e r i f f  F .  F o l a r i n  A f r i c a n i s t  H i t o r i a n s  a n d  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e  
C o l o n i a l  v i e w s  o f  A f r i c a n  H i s t o r y  
c y c l i c  m o t i o n  n a m e . l y ,  a c o n t i n u o u s  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  p a s t  a n d  t h e  presen~ 
a n  u n e n d i n g  d i a l o g u e  b e t w e e n  t h e  a n c e s t o r s  ( t h e  d e a d ) ,  t h e  l i v i n g  ( t h e  p r e s e n t l  
a n d  t h e  u n b o r n  ( t h e  f u t u r e ) .  T h e y  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h i s t o r y  i s  n o t  j u s t  
p i e c e  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  o r  a n a l y s i s  a b o u t  t h e  p a s t ,  b u t  t h a t  e v e n  w i t h o u t  
d o c u m e n t e d ,  h i s t o r y  i s  a l i v e ,  a n d  i s  i n v o k e d  f o r  a r b i t r a t i o n ,  f o s t e r i n g  p e a c e  
h a r m o n y  a m o n g  a  g r o u p  a n d  f o r  c e l e b r a t i n g / c h a s t i s i n g  p a s t  d e e d s  c r e a t i n g  
l e s s o n s  f o r  a  g r o u p . "  
A s  e a r l i e r  i n d i c a t e d ,  a  n u m b e r  o f  A f r i c a n  s c h o l a r s  r o s e  u p  i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  
1 9 6 0 s  t o  c h a r t  a  n e w  c o u r s e  f o r  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r y .  T h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  a n d  
c u l m i n a t e d  i n  w h a t  i s  n o w  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y ,  a  w h o l e  
d i m e n s i o n  t o  t h e  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  A f r i c a n  p a s t .  W h i l e  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s ,  
h i s t o r y  a n d  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  f o r m e d  t h e  b u l k  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  s o u r c e s ,  
m a t e r i a l s ,  e v e n  i n c l u d i n g  E u r o p e a n  p i e c e s  o f  w r i t i n g ,  A r a b i c  m a t e r i a l s ,  
o t h e r s  w e r e  s u b j e c t e d  t o  r i g o r o u s  a n d  c r i t i c a l  s c h o l a r l y  a n a l y s i s  
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  A f r i c a n  p a s t .  S u c h  m e t h o d s  o f  r e c o n s t r u c t i n g  t h e  A t r J c a l  
p a s t  a r e  e v e n  a d o p t e d  b y  c e r t a i n  n o n - A f r i c a n  h i s t o r i a n s .  
1 6  
T h i s  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  t r a d i t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  p r o d u c e d  w h a t  i s  n o w  
" h i s t o r y  a n d  t h e  n a t i o n "  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  a n d  t h e  n a t i o n a l i s t  h i s t o r i a n s  o f  t h e  
F i r s t ,  t h e  h i s t o r i a n s  t r i e d  t o  c o u n t e r  c o l o n i a l i s t s  i d e o l o g y  b y  d e m y t h o l o g i s i n g  
c o l o n i a l  v i e w s  o f  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r y  s u p p l y i n g  A f r i c a n  p o l i t i c i a n s  t h e  
i d e o l o g y  t o  m a k e  t h e m  f o c u s e d  i n  t h e  i n d e p e n d e n c e  m o v e m e n t .  A s  
n a t i o n a l i s t  a c t s  w e r e  g l o r i f i e d  a n d  t h u s  e n c o u r a g e d .  A g a i n  t h e  h i s t o r i a n s  
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  r o o t s  o f  A f r i c a ' s  s o c i a l  p r o b l e m ,  f i n d i n g  t h e m  
c o l o n i a l i s m .  O b a r a  I k i m e ,  i n  h i s  N i g e r  D e l t a  R i v a l r y ,  E . A .  A y a n d e l e ' s  
M i s s i o n a r y  I m p a c t  o n  M o d e r n  N i g e r i a ,  G . O .  O l u s a n y a ' s  S e c o n d  W o r l d  w a r  
t h e  P o l i t i c s  o f  N i g e r i a  a n d  W a l t e r  R o d n e y ' s  H o w  E u r o p e  U n d e r d e v e l o p e d  
a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e  e m e r g e n t  e t h n i c  n a t i o n a l i s m s ,  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  h a z a r d s ,  
w a r s  a n d  t h e  f a l l  o f  c i v i l  r u l e  i n  A f r i c a n  s t a t e s  w e r e  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  l e g a c i e s  
c o l o n i a l  r u l e .  
1 7  
T h e y  a v e r r e d  e v e n  f u r t h e r  t h a t  t h e  c e n t u r i e s  o f  t h e  
S a h a r a n  a n d  T r a n s - A t l a n t i c  s l a v e  t r a d e ,  ' l e g i t i m a t e '  t r a d e  a n d ,  c o l o n i a l  
w e r e  i n t e r r u p t i v e  v a r i a b l e s  i n  p r o g r e s s  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  i n  A f r i c a .  T h i s ,  
A j a y i ' s  v i e w ,  w a s  t h e  p e a k  o f  t h e  A f r i c a n  t r a g e d y  a n d  a s  s u c h ,  c o l o n i a l i s m  
r a t h e r  a n  e p i s o d e  i n  t h e  l o n g  h i s t o r y  o f  A f r i c a  a n d  w a s  n o t ,  i n  a n y w a y ,  
e p o c h .
1 8  
T h r o u g h  t h e i r  w o r k s ;  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r i a n s  j u s t i f i e d  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  ""'~"' 
h i s t o r y .  K e n n e t h  D i k e ,  i n  h i s  T r a d e  a n d  P o l i t i c s  i n  t h e  N i g e r  D e l t a  a n d  A j a y i ,  
h i s  C h r i s t i a n  M i s s i o n s  i n  N i g e r i a  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t  t h e r e  w e r e  r i c h  A f r i c a n  
a n d  e l a b o r a t e  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  e v e n  b e f o r e  t h e  E u r o p e a n s  b e g a n  t o  e n t e r  
c o n t i n e n t .  I n  f a c t ,  A n e n e  a n d  B r o w n ' s  A f r i c a  i n  t h e  J < J "  a n d  2 ( ] "  c e n t u r i e s  
A j a y i  a n d  I a n  E s p i e '  s  1 0 0 0  Y e a r s  o f  W e s t  A f r i c a n  H i s t o r y  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t  
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no such thing as a 'stateless society' but a decentralised state and that 
were not docile in the wake of foreign incursions into their sovereign 
they resisted because they understood themselves and were self-conscious 
identity, rights and sovereignty. All these show that internal factors as 
intervening variables in continuity, change, progress, and development 
were present before external influences. 
a brilliant piece in 1965, Ade Ajayi argued that colonialism only disrupted 
t. nr'""''" of development and that European writers rather than do thorough 
research on Africa were creating myths about colonialism, colonialists 
Europeans' activities in Africa. The attempts made by European writers 
to give the impression that the Europeans were god who had come to 
Africans who have recorded or exhibited no progress as a human race. 
While history is concerned with the actions and motivations of men, in the 
· colonial period there were not really men dealing with other men, but a race of 
gods and heroes communing with naughty mortals; Propern communing with 
Calihan, Europeans with Natives. It is this that makes of the colonial period a 
mythical situation more suitable for legend than for history. 19 
disruption in African progress caused by colonialism, Ajayi asserts, did not, 
, mean that there was a major change from the past and as such it was 
necessary overflogging the issue of colonialism as epochal in African 
. He puts it succinctly thus: 
... the main point I would like to underline is that in any long-term historical view 
of African history, European rule becomes just another episode. In relation to wars 
and conflicts of people, the rise and fall of empires, linguistic, cultural and 
religious change and the cultivation of new ideas and new ways of life, new 
economic orientations and so on, in relation to all these, colonialism must be seen 
not as a complete departure from the African past, but as one episode in the 
continuous flow of African history -'0 
The idea here is to rationalize the fact that there was a glorious, eventful 
past; and to play down the idea by European writers that there is no 
thing as pre-colonial African history, or that only the activities of aliens in 
continent constiUJte the African past. This view has been supported by A. 
when he stated that African historians' way of establishing their point, 
Has involved defining the identity of the black man, investigating the elements of 
his culture, and insisting that he has an authentic past .... All these have been done 
as a contribution to healing the blackman's psyche and to restoring his self-
confidence after centuries of abuse. 21 
(  
1 9 2  S h e r i f f  F .  F o l a r i n  A f r i c a n  i s /  H i t o r i a n s  a n d  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e  
C o l o n i a / v i e w s  o f  A f r i c a n  H i s t o r y  
B u t  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  ~ndeed e x i s t s  a n  
p a s t  a n d  i n  u n d e r - e m p h a s i s i n g  E u r o p e a n  r u l e  a s  a  m a j o r  c a t a l y s t  i n  progre<<iu~ 
d e v e l o p m e n t  i n  A f r i c a ,  c e r t a i n  m a j o r  p r o b l e m s  a r i s e .  T h e  f i r s t  
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l · p r o b l e m s ,  w h i c h  i n c l u d e  s o u r c e s ,  c h r o n o l o g y ,  a n d  t h e  a t t e n d a n t  
d i f f i c u l t y  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d y  a n d  w r i t i n g .  T h e  s e c o n d  i s  i d e o l o g i c a l  n r n h l e n  
n a m e l y ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  n a t i o n a l i s t  h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t i n g  b y  A f r i c a n s  a n d  
h i s t o r i a n s ,  w h o s e  t a s k  i s  i m p e d e d  b y  c e r t a i n  f a c t o r s ,  n a m e l y ,  n o t r i n t i < m  
s u b j e c t i v i t y  a n d  t h e  t e n d e n c y  t o w a r d s  d i s t o r t i o n s  a n d  e x a g g e r a t i o n s .  
p r o b l e m  i s  t h e  e m p h a s i s  o n  p o l i t i c a l  h i s t o r y  a t  t h e  e x p e n s e  o f  c o n t e m p o r a l ]  
A f r i c a n  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y  i s s u e s  t h a t  d e s e r v e  m o r e  a t t e n t i o n .  
A s  a  m e t h o d o l o g i c a l  p r o b l e m ,  s o u r c e s  p o s e  t h e  g r e a t e s t  d i f f i c u l t y .  
A f r i c a n i s l  h i s t o r i a n s  l a r g e l y  d e p e n d  o n  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  f o r  i n t i . m n a t i o n  a b o u t  
A f r i c a n  p a s t .  B u t  t h e s e  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  a r e  l i m i t e d  b y  a  n u m b e r  o f  f a c t o r s .  
b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  w o r d s  o f  m o u t h  a n d  a r e  c a r r i e d  f r o m  g e n e r a t i o n  t o  g , . n , . r o t i m •  
b y  c u s t o d i a n s  l i k e  p r i e s t ,  e l d e r s ,  c h i e f s ,  c o u r t  o r  p a l a c e  m e s s e n g e r s ,  
p r a i s e - s i n g e r s ,  m u s i c i a n s  e t c . ,  t h e y  c o u l d  b e  e a s i l y  f o r g o t t e n  o r  n o t  a c c u r a t e l y  
p a s s e d  o n  d u e  t o  m e m o r y  l a p s e .  R e l y i n g  o n  s u c h  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h u s  m e a n s  
p r o b a b l y  o n  i n a d e q u a t e  i n f o r m a t i o n  o r  h a v i n g  a n  i n a c c u r a t e  i d e a  o f  a n  e v e n t .  
C l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h i s  i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  c u s t o d i a n s  o f  t r a d i t i o n s  
d i s t o r t ,  d e l i b e r a t e l y  o r  b y  n o  f a u l t  o f  t h e i r s ,  i n f o r m a t i o n  p a s s e d  o n .  D i s t o r t i o n i  
d e l i b e r a t e l y  d o n e  c o u l d  h e  a  r e s u l t  o f  t r y i n g  t o  c o v e r  u p  c e r t a i n  l a p s e s  
u n p a l a t a b l e  e x p e r i e n c e  o r  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a  p o i n t  a b o u t  a  g l o r i o u s  p a s t .  C e r t a i n  
c o u l d  a l s o  b e  o v e r f l o g g e d  o r  e m b e l l i s h e d .  T h e s e  e x a g g e r a t i o n s  a f f e c t ,  t o  a  
e x t e n t ,  t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r y  a s  t h e  p i c t u r e  p a i n t e d  o f  t h e  p a s t  b y  
h i s t o r i a n s  i s  r e p e a t e d ,  w h e t h e r  t o  a  l e s s e r  o r  g r e a t e r  e x t e n t ,  b y  t h o s e  n • r i t e r < i  
w h o  r e l y  o n  s u c h  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y .  
A n o t h e r  m a j o r  p r o b l e m  r e l a t e d  t o  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  i s  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  
e s t a b l i s h i n g  c h r o n o l o g y  o r  a c c u r a t e  d a t i n g .  I f  h i s t o r y  i n v o l v e s  m a i n l y  
t h e  p a s t  a n d  w r i t i n g  i t  i n  l i m e - p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e n  o r a l  t r a d i l i o n s  a r c  g e r m a n e  
t h e y  a r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  p r o v i d e  a n  i n s i g h t  i n t o  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  i n  t h e  i n t a n g i b l e  
p a s t .  B u t  b e c a u s e  o f  m e m o r y  l a p s e  a n d  d i s t o r t i o n s ,  e v e n t s  m a y  n o t  b e  p l a c e d  
s e q u e n t i a l  o r d e r .  T h e  c o r o n a t i o n  o f  a  k i n g  m a y  b e  p l a c e d  b e f o r e  t h e  f e s t i v a l  
c o m e s  w i t h  i t ,  w h e r e a s  t h e  f e s t i v a l  s h o u l d  a c t u a l l y  p r e c e d e  t h e  c o r o n a t i o n .  
B e r e  f e s t i v a l  i n  o l d  O y o  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a  l a n d m a r k  i n  O y o ,  w a s  c e l e b r a t e d  
t o  c o m m e m o r a t e  O y o ' s  m i g h t ,  p o w e r  a n d  f a m e .  I t  u s u a l l y  f o l l o w e d  
c o r o n a t i o n  a n n i v e r s a r y  o f  t h e  A l a f i n  i n  p o w e r .  W h e n  r e c o u n t i n g  t h e  
h o w e v e r ,  a n  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  c u s t o d i a n  w h o  i s  s u f f e r i n g  m e m o r y  l a p s e  c o u l d  
a  p i c t m e  o f  a  B e r e  f e s t i v a l  t h a t  c e l e b r a t e d  a n n u a l l y  t h e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  p r o s p e r i t y  
O y o  a l o n e .  
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there an: conflicting claims about the origin of the Yoruba. Some 
claim that Oduduwa, the founder of Ile-Ife, and by extension 
tballan1j, descended from heaven with an assignment from the supreme being 
a habitable land out of the existing mass of water. He spread the soil 
t'plal!lted the palm tree he was given by the Almighty around Ile-Ife, which 
his and his descendants' abode. Other traditions say that the actual 
was Obatala who was assisted and succeeded by Oduduwa. Another 
is, however, in sharp contrast to the above. It claims that Oduduwa 
from somewhere in Arabia (Mecca to be precise) and crossed the sea, 
wilderness and forests to reach the present day Ile-Ife. Now, while all 
traditions could have arisen because of the quest to ennoble the Yoruba 
or create an awesome image for the group among other contending groups 
multinational society like Nigeria, they could also be a way of filling the 
gaps in Yoruba genealogy due to monumental memory lapse. Some 
lodians of tradition cannot simply recollect how the preceding generations 
the information down, so as a way of covering up, they begin to imagine 
I'SUJggest their own traditions of origin. 
The limitations of oral traditions are, however reduced, hy the attempts by 
JK;aJmst historians to supplement their sources with archaeological findings, 
evidence, architectural discoveries and the documented information 
the past. Information got from oral evidence is either substantiated or 
imtered by findings of artefacts, tools, domestic utensils, burial chambers, 
accessories etc. from old or ancient sites of human habitation. The 
in lgbo-Ukwu in Igboland by archaeologists, including Thurstan 
for instance, negate the popular colonial view that the Igbo had no such 
~ttltion as kingship. The royal burial sites and chambers dug up revealed 
evidence that the lgbo were probably in the past, governed by elaborate 
institutions like kingship. However, the problem of accurate dating arises, 
the availability of the carbon dating methods which history has largely 
8Tc>wed from the sciences. · 
Linguistics has to do with language. Africanist historians use linguistics to 
oral evidence. For instance, certain linguistic features which are 
to many African groups like the "click" sound among the peoples 
referred to as the Bantu are understudied to trace origins and 
oveme;nt of groups as supplied in oral traditions. Yet there are limitations in 
as the linguistic teatures common to the groups are sometimes taken as an 
for a common origin of the groups. In tracing the origins of some ethnic.; 
in Africa, for instance, some historians have even claimed that the 
originally came from the Far East, the Middle East and the Pacific 
of c·~rtain similarity of words. The Yoruba, Igbo. Ilausa and many 
,  
' ·  -
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I  9 4  S h e r i f f  F .  F o l a r i n  A f r i c a n i s t  H i t o r i a n s  a n d  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e  
C o l o n i a l  v i e w s  o f  A f r i c a n  H i s t o r y  
o t h e r  g r o u p s  i n  N i g e r i a ,  h a v e  h a d  t h e i r  o r i g i n s  t r a c e d  } O  M e c c a ,  E g y p t ,  a n d  
C h i n a ,  w h i l e  t h e  B e n i n  h a v e  n o t  o n l y  b e e n  s a i d  t o  h a v e ' ' m i g r a t e d  f r o m  t h e  F a r  
E a s t ,  b u t  t h a t  t h e i r  a n c e s t r a l  h o m e  i s  J a p a n .  A  B e n i n  h i s t o r i a n  a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  
r e a s o n  t h a t  " O s a "  i s  c o m m o n p l a c e  i n  B e n i n  a n d  J a p a n e s e  l a n g u a g e s  i s  t h a t  b o t h  
a r e  r e l a t e d  b i o l o g i c a l l y ,  J a p a n  b e i n g  t h e  o r i g i n a l  h o m e  o f  t h e  Bi~is.
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F o r  s o m e ,  
i t  i s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  i n  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  d e s i g n s ,  n a m e l y ,  p a t t e r n  
b u i l d i n g  a n d  o f  c o n s t r u c t i n g  r o a d s ,  b r i d g e s ,  e t c .  
S o  m u c h  f o r  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  s o u r c e s .  T h e  s e c o n d  m a j o r  p r o b l e m  i s  
i d e o l o g i c a l .  A f r i c a n i s t  h i s t o r i a n s  a r e  w r i t i n g  w i t h  t h e  v i e w  o f  h e a l i n g  t h e  
A f r i c a n  p s y c h e  a n d  e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e  A f r i c a n  p a s t .  T w o  m a j o r  l i m i t a t i o n s  a r i s e  
f r o m  t h i s .  O n e ,  t h e  w r i t e r s  a r e  b o u n d  t o  b e  t o o  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e i r  w r i t i n g .  I n  
o t h e r  w o r d s ,  t h e y  a r e  n o l  t o o  l i k e l y  t o  b e  o b j e c t i v e  a n d  t w o .  e v e n  w h e n  J h e y  
n e e d  n o t  o v e r - f l o g  i s s u e s  a b o u t  c e r t a i n  e v e n t s ,  u n d u e  e m p h a s i s  m a y  h e  p l a c e d  
o n  t h e m  a n d  j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  l i l r  t h a t  w i l l  h e  d o n e .
1 1  
D i s t o r t i o n s ,  e x a g g e r a t i o n s  a n d  
m i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  f a c t s  m a y  a r i s e  w h e n  t r y i n g  t o  d o  t h i s .  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
b e c o m e s  p r o b l e m a t i c  a s  c e r t a i n  a c t i o n s  a n d  e v e n t s  a r e  m i s r e p r e s e n t e d  b e c a u s e  
t h e  h i s t o r i a n  i s  c a r r i e d  a w a y  b y  h i s  i d e o l o g i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  a n d  i n c l i n a t i o n .  F o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r i a n s  w h o  w r o t e  d u r i n g  c o l o n i a l i s m  a n d  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  i t  
w e r e  w r i t i n g  h i s t o r y  w i t h i n  t h e  s t a n d p o i n t  o f  e x t o l l i n g  p a t r i o t i c  q u a l i t i e s  o f  
A f r i c a n  l e a d e r s  a n d  g r o u p s  b e f o r e  a n d  a f t e r  c o l o n i a l i s m  a n d  w i t h  a  v i e w  o f  
d e c o l o n i s i n g  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r y .  S o  t h e y  w e r e  n a t i o n a l i s t  h i s t o r i a n s .  
S u c h  n a t i o n a l i s t  h i s t o r y  m a y  j u s t i f y  e v e n  t h e  a u t o c r a c y  o f  p a s t  A f r i c a n  
l e a d e r s  l i k e  S h a k a  k i n g  o f  t h e  Z u l u ,  a n d  E m p e r o r  H a i l e  S e l a s s i e  o f  E t h i o p i a  j u s t  
b e c a u s e  t h e y  r e s i s t e d  E u r o p e a n  i m p e r i a l i s m .  A s  s u c h ,  n a t i o n a l i s t  o r  p a n -
A f r i c a n i s t  h i s t o r i a n s  t e n d  t o  m a k e  t h e m s e l v e s  p r a i s e  s i n g e r s  o f  c e r t a i n  
a n a c h r o n i s t i c ,  o p p r e s s i v e  a n d  e x p l o i t a t i v e  s y s t e m s  i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  p o i n t i n g  o u t  
t h a t  p r e - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a  r e c o r d e d  e n o r m o u s  a c h i e v e m e n t , . .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e  
h i s t o r i a n s  m a y  f a i l  t o  a d d r e s s  t h e i r  w r i t i n g  t o  t h e  n u m e r o u s  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  
p r o b l e m s  a n d  u n d e r d e v e l o p m e n t  i n  A f r i c a .  
2 4  
S i n c e  t h e y  t e n d e d  t o  b e  m o r e  p r e -
o c c u p i e d  w i t h  b a c k i n g  t h e  n a t i o n a l i s t s  w h o  w o n  i n d e p e n d e n c e  f o r  t h e i r  
c o u n t r i e s ,  s o m e  o f  w h o  s u b s e q u e n t l y  b e c a m e  t h e  n e w  p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s  i n  t h e  
p o s t - c o l o n i a l  s t a t e ,  t h e y  t e n d e d  a l s o  t o  n e g l e c t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  
r e s e a r c h  i n t o  o t h e r ,  r a t h e r  m o r e  p r e s s i n g  p r o b l e m s  o f  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  
d e v e l o p m e n t .  
T h i s  b r i n g s  u s  t o  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  n a t i o n a l i s t  h i s t o r y  d w e l l i n g  t o o  m u c h  o n  t h e  
p o l i t i c a l .  U n d u e  e m p h a s i s  i s  p l a c e d  o n  t h e  s t u d y  o f  e m p i r e s ,  k i n g d o m s  a n d  
l e a d e r s h i p s  o f  t h e  p a s t ,  t h e  e p i c  t a l e  o f  t h e  r i s e  a n d  f a l l  o f  s u c h  e m p i r e s  a n d  
l e a d e r s h i p :  t h e  l e s s o n s  o f  w h i c h  a r e  m e a n t  f o r  t h e  n e w  n a t i o n a l  l e a d e r s  t o  g u i d e  
t h e m  i n  t h e  t a s k  o f  p o l i t i c a l  e n g i n e e r i n g .  
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Again Africanist historians, knowingly or unknowingly, became the 
JOUihpiec<:s for post-colonial politicians as they justify the politicians or rulers' 
in their writing. In studies carried out on the Nigerian Civil War and the 
Policy of the Obasanjo administration, nationalist historians 
General Yal.;ubu Gowon for taking the people to war to keep Nigeria 
not minding the fact that the injustice against the lgbo which started the 
was the basic problem, not the war to 'unite' Nigerians. Obasanjo was 
because he indigenized foreign companies in Nigeria, or, in most cases, 
Nigeria have greater percentage of shares in such companies. 
Three basic problems are thus discernible in the fiaws in nationalist 
list<JricJgr:aplly. First, is that historians may digress from historical writing. 
oe<;u•nu, is that such writing may tend to basically lay the guidelines for political 
and/or become the mere expression of the views and ideas of African 
!lllli:tw,,n< and statesmen. Third, is that such work may not present appropriate 
SOhllicms to contemporary African problems and may even create new problems. 
in all, Africanist historiography had produced evidence on the true 
of the continent and its people before colonialism: their invaluable pre-
known through oral traditions, archaeological findings and linguistic 
evidet!ce and the earliest human fossils and hominids discovered in their soil, 
go to show how central the continent is to the development of human 
society. But in the attempts to reconstruct an authentic African past, oversights 
))ave arisen, a development characterised by methodological and ideological 
limitations by which African historiography is impoverished. 
Be that as it may, in the course of challenging colonial views of African 
history, Africanist historians have, through their writings and approaches to the 
reconstruction of the African past, been able to disabuse the minds of the 
peddlers of the Hamitic hypothesis, Sudanic and evolution theories. Evidence 
bad been put forward that Africa did have a past, and a rich one at that. 
Through their vigorous researches and findings, which were prompted by the 
quest to prove the colonial views wrong, the Africanist writers were raising a 
new consciousness among the Europeans about the fact that there was an 
authentic history of the Africans. 
Second, flowing from the above is the fact that all the efforts by the Africans 
to reconstruct their own past culminated in what is referred to as African 
historiography. By African historiography, it is meant the methodologies that 
African historians adopt, which are not necessarily the "orthodox" ones in 
historical writing or reconstruction of the past, and the findings they arrive at 
which show that Ati·ica has a history. By challenging the colonial views of 
African history, they not only established the fact that the entire African past 
was not that of European activities alone, but also established a special place for 
(  
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A f r i c a n  h i s ! O r y .  M a n y  l . , u r o p . : a n s  o r  n o n - A f r i c a n s  w r i t e r s  n n  l o n g . : r  w r u t . :  o r  
r e m a r k e d  a b o u t  A f r i c a  w i t h o u t  c o n s u l t i n g  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r i a n s  a n d  t h e i r  f i n d i n g s .  
T h i r d  a n d  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  a b o v e  i s  t h a t  b y  t h e  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  
m e t h o d o l o g y  o f  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  a n d  o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  s o  m u c h  
i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  i n t a n g i b l e  A f r i c a n  p a s t  i s  g o t ,  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  a n d  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  h a v e  g o t  u n i v e r s a l  a c c e p t a b i l i t y .  O r a l  h i s t o r y  n o w  h a s  a  p l a c e  i n  
u n i v e r s a l  h i s t o r y  a n d  s o m e  n o n - A f r i c a n  w r i t e r s  t h e m s e l v e s  n o w  r e a l i z e  h o w  
c r u c i a l  o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t i n g .
2 5  
T h e  w h o l e  i d e a  o f  p r e - h i s t o r y ,  a  
E u r o p e a n  c o i n a g e  t h a t  m e a n s  u n h i s t o r i c a l  A f r i c a n  e x i s t e n c e  o f  p r e - c o l o n i a l  
A f r i c a  t h a t  w a s  w i t h o u t  h i s t o r y  h a s  b e e n  r e n d e r e d  b a s e l e s s  a s  i n v a l u a b l e  
i n f o r m a t i o n  f r o m  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  h a s  f i l l e d  i n  t h e  g a p s .  
A g a i n ,  A f r i c a n i s t  h i s t o r i a n s  p r o v e d  t h a t  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  d o c u m e n t a r y  
e v i d e n c e  d i d  n o t  m e a n  t h e  l a c k  o f  a  s e n s e  o f  h i s t o r y .  T h e y  a r g u e d  a n d  s h o w e d  
h o w  i n a d e q u a t e  w r i t t e n  s o u r c e s  c o u l d  a l s o  b e  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n .  T h e  
f l a w s  o f  w r i t t e n  r e c o r d s  i n c l u d e  f a l s i f i c a t i o n  o r  d i s t o r t i o n  o f  r e c o r d s  o r  f a c t s ,  
e x a g g e r a t i o n  a n d  o p i n i o n a t e d  w r i t i n g .  A l l  t h e s e  a r e  a s  b a d  a s  m e m o r y  l a p s e  
r e g a r d i n g  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  A g a i n ,  a  r e c o r d e r  o f  e v e n t s  m a y  p u t  d o w n  w h a t  h e  w a n t s  
t h e  p e o p l e  t o  k n o w  a n d  p r o b a b l y  n o t  w h a t  t h e y  s h o u l d  k n o w .  I n  ! h e i r  c r i t i q u e  o f  
t h e  c o l o n i a l  v i e w s  o f  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r y ,  A f r i c a n i s t  w r i t e r s  p o i n t e d  o u t  t h e  
i n a d e q u a c i e s  i n  t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  s o m e  E u r o p e a n  h i s t o r i a n s ,  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  a n d  
c o m m e n t a t o r s  l i k e  A . P .  N e w t o n ,  T r e v o r  R o p e r ,  M a r g e r y  P e r h a m ,  L o r d  
L u g a r d ,  e t  c e t e r a :  w r i t i n g s  w h i c h  a r e  b a s i c a l l y  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  s u b j e c t i v e  
o p i n i o n s  a n d  r e m a r k s  a n d  w h i c h  w e r e  b y  e v e r y  s t a n d a r d  i n a d e q u a t e  f o r  
h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n .  
I n  c o n c l u s i o n ,  t h e  w r i t i n g s  o f  A f r i c a n i s t  h i s t o r i a n s  g a v e  t h e  A f r i c a n s  t h e i r  
o w n  i d e n t i t y  a n d  a  s e n s e  o f  p r i d e .  A f r i c a n s  a r e  p r o u d  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  t h e i r  o w n  
g r e a t  c i v i l i z a t i o n s  a n d  e m p i r e s  w h i c h  w e r e  e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  
a d v a n c e d  s o c i a l .  i n s t i t u t i o n s  l i k e  t h e  B e n i n  k i n g d o m ,  O y o  E m p i r e ,  G h a n a  
E m p i r e ,  t h e  Z u l u  k i n g d o m ,  M a l i ,  S o n g h a y  a n d  K a n e m - B o r n o  e m p i r e s .  A l l  t h e s e  
h a v e ,  o f  l a t e ,  h e l p e d  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  A f r i c a n  s e n s e  o f  r e s p e c t  f o r  c u l t u r a l  
h e r i t a g e  a n d  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  g o  b a c k  t o  t h e  r o o t s .  H e n c e  t h e  t a l k  n o w a d a y s  a b o u t  
t h e  B l a c k  F e s t i v a l  o f  A r t s  a n d  C u l t u r e  a n d  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  d e p a r t m e n t s  o f  
c u l t u r e ,  m u s e u m s ,  m o n u m e n t s  e v e r y w h e r e  i n  A f r i c a  b o t h  a t  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t a l  
a n d  n o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l  l e v e l s .  W h a t  a l l  t h i s  m e a n s  i s  t h a t  e v e n  a s  A f r i c a n i s t  
h i s t o r i a n s  c h a l l e n g e d  c o l o n i a l  v i e w s  o f  A f r i c a n  h i s t o r y .  t h e y  o v e r t l y  o r  c o v e r t l y  
r a i s e d  t h e  l e v e l  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  i n  A f r i c a .  
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